
Fact Sheets:Fact Sheets:Fact Sheets:Fact Sheets:Fact Sheets:
A Snapshot of Costa RicaA Snapshot of Costa RicaA Snapshot of Costa RicaA Snapshot of Costa RicaA Snapshot of Costa Rica

Published in 2005 by
Sarapiquí Conservation Learning Center

Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí
Costa Rica, Central America

telefax: 506-766-6482
e-mail: info@learningcentercostarica.org

web: http://www.learningcentercostarica.org



This small pam phle t, com piled fr om int er national and

domestic sources, is meant as a very quick introduction
t o Cos t a Rica. The f acts and s t atis tics pr esent ed her e
will be of int er es t t o int er national t our is ts and Cos t a
Ricans alik e. Cos t a Rica is in man y w a ys a shining
e x ample of pr osper ity , peace, and en vir onment al
protection. Its people, the people of my adopted
countr y, ar e some of t he w ar mes t and mos t g ener ous
t o be f ound an ywher e. N one t heless, at t he same time
t hat t he y ha ve made admir able pr og r ess in t he ar eas
of socie ty , go ver nment, and en vir onment, Cos t a Ricans
today struggle with complex issues of economic growth,
en vir onment al t hr eats, and t he disint eg r ation of t he
tr aditional social f abr ic t hat has def ined t he Tico . I hope
that this collection of information will prompt visitors
t o lear n mor e about Cos t a Rica and t he c halleng es it
f aces in maint aining its identity in an incr easing l y
g lobalized w or ld econom y.

GrGrGrGrGregory Bascoegory Bascoegory Bascoegory Bascoegory Basco
Executive Director

Sarapiquí Conservation Learning Center
June 2005



COSTA RIC A: THE ECONOMY
Costa Rica’s economy has witnessed a shift from state-led development to
liberalization of trade and the expansion of the free market. This transition,
typical of developing countries after the debt crisis of the early 1980s, has had
both negative and positive effects. On the negative side have been the virtual
disappearance of the small farm sector, heavy use of agrochemicals, transfer of
land into the hands of foreigners and multinational companies, high debt load,
and chronically tr oublesome poverty rates. On the positive side, one observes
greater variety of consumer goods, increased exports, high rates of foreign
investment, and growth in tourism. Major issues currently center on reducing
inflation, modernizing public services, improving tax collection, and curbing
the growing gap between rich and poor. The Costa Rican currency, the colón,
is devalued daily to maintain attractive prices for export products.

GDP:  $20 billion
GDP – r eal growth r ate:  2.8%
GDP – per capita:   $3300
Population belo w po verty line :   20.6%
Inflation rate:   9.1%
Labor force:   1.9 million
Labor f or ce by sector:  agriculture 20%, industry 22%, services 58%
Unemplo yment r ate:  6.3%
Budget: revenues: $1.91 billion, expenditures: $2.35 billion
Industries:   microprocessors, food processing, textiles and clothing,
construction materials, fertilizer , plastic products
Oil consumption:   37,000 bbl/day
Agricultur e:  coffee, pineapples, bananas, sugar, corn, rice, beans, potatoes,
beef, timber
Exports:   $5.1 billion
Exports – commodities:   coffee, bananas, sugar, pineapples, textiles,
electronic components, medical equipment
Exports – partners:   US 31.5%, Netherlands 8.9%, UK 4.5%
Imports:   $6.4 billion
Imports – commodities:   raw materials, consumer goods, capital
equipment, petroleum
Imports – partners:   US 36.7%, Japan 4.4%, Mexico 4.2%
Debt:  $4.8 billion % of annual budget allocated to debt service: 50%
Exchange rate:   Costa Rican colones per US dollar – 453 (2004), 360
(2002), 329 (2001), 308 (2000), 286 (1999)



COSTA RIC A: GOVERNMENT
Costa Rica is Latin America’s oldest continuous democracy. Non-electoral
transitions (coups, fraudulent votes) were common until the early 20th century,
and democracy was consolidated after the Civil War of 1948. Until r ecently,
electoral winnings alternated between the social democratic National Liberation
Party and the more conservative Social Christian Unity Party. Independent parties
have grown in r ecent years, however, as some Costa Ricans become disillusioned
with the rising costs of living, the growing income gap, government corruption,
and globalization.

Timeline:
1821 — September 15th — Independence (from Spain)
1869 — free and compulsory elementary education system established
1889 — first democratic elections held
1949 – 2nd Republic, current constitution

§ women and blacks can vote
§ voting is made mandatory (though not legally enforced)
§ dissolution of armed forces

Government type:  democratic republic
Administr ativ e divisions: 7 provinces; Alajuela, Cartago,

Guanacaste, Heredia, Limon, Puntarenas, San Jose, subdivided into 81
counties and 459 districts

Ex ecutiv e branch:   President Abel Pacheco (PUSC, Social
Christian Unity P arty)   note: - the president is both the chief of state
and head of government

Cabinet : cabinet selected by the president
Elections: president and vice presidents elected on the same ticket by

popular vote for four-year terms. A recent constitutional amendment
allows president to serve two terms non-consecutively.

Legislativ e br anch:  unicameral Legislative Assembly or Asamblea
Legislativa (57 seats; # of seats per province determined by population;
members elected according to party proportion of vote in each province;
members serve non-consecutive four-year terms)

Judicial branch:  Supreme Court or Corte Suprema (22 justices are
elected for eight-year terms by the Legislative Assembly)

Legal system:  based on Spanish civil law system; judicial review of
legislative acts in the Supreme Court

Military:  no regular military forces; only Ministry of Public Security
Military e xpenditur es - percent of GDP:  0.4% (2003),

dollar figur e:  $64 million (2003)



COSTA RIC A: HEALTH CARE
Costa Rica made great strides in health care coverage beginning with the socially
progressive government of Dr. Rafael Calderón in 1942. Rather than universal
health care, the system is best described as user-pays state provision. Employees
with coverage must pay into the public health care system but can also purchase
better care through the state-run national insurance company. The best-off sectors
of society pay for private doctors and clinics. Costa Rica has performed major
organ transplants and offers a level of care sufficient to attract foreigners seeking
lower-cost but high-quality medical treatment. Today the public health care
system is strained by budget shortfalls and the need to cover a large immigrant
population.

The public health sector in Costa Rica is formed by the following governmental
institutions:
Ministery of Health (Ministerio de Salud, MS):  Acts as head of

the health sector, oversees fulfillment of the functions of public health
Costa Rican Office of Social Security (Caja Costarricense de

Seguro Social, CCSS):  Provides health insurance to the whole country,
promotes preventative programs

National Institute of Insurance (Instituto Nacional de Seguros,
INS):  Deals with on the job and transit risks

Instituto Costarricense de A cueductos y Alcantarillados
(A yA):  Oversees the availability of potable water and waste water
treatment

Note: The MS is part of the executive branch of government, while the CCSS,
INS, & AyA  are decentralized and autonomous with their own laws and are
directed by a board and a president.
Percentage of population co vered by public insur ance:  90%

(10% of the poorest are insured from state subsidies). The remaining
10% can receive medical treatment from public facilities if it is an
emergency, but must pay for services.

Financing and Co verage:
9.25% — paid by the employer
5.5% — employee contribution
0.25% — paid by the state
note: this equals 15% of the salary of the employee, and covers the spouse
and dependents

Priv ate Health Sector :  growing due to a lack of resources in the



COSTA RIC A: EDUCATION
Costa Rica’s public education system traces its roots to the liberal, secular
politicians of the latter half of the 1800s. The 1871 constitution declared education
to be free and open to all citizens. The system expanded with easy international
credit and a growing middle class in the latter half of the 20th century. Today,
Costa Rica spends approximately 20% of its annual budget on education. Major
issues in education today are budget shortfalls, limited classrooms and teachers,
over reliance on rote memorization, and a quality gap between private and public
schools.

School in Costa Rica is mandatory and most Costa Ricans do attend up until the
6th grade.  High school is from 7th until 11th grade and although it is public and
free, many Costa Ricans, especially in rural areas, do not attend due to the
transportation, mandatory uniform, and material costs.  In the 9th grade, students
finish their general basic education and have a graduation ceremony.  They
then continue on for two or three more years to finish their bachillerato, which
is the high school diploma.  Technical institutions, lik e the high school in Puerto
Viejo, require a 12th year of schooling and confer an additional technical degree
in the student’s chosen area of interest. Costa Rica boasts four high-quality public
universities, and a growing number of private universities allow more students
to obtain advanced degrees. Yet university education is far less common than
high school education, and the National Learning Institute (INA) provides adult
education courses to fill this gap in many areas.

SCHOOL SUBJECTS:
In primary school, students receive at minimum Spanish, social studies, math,
and science, with rur al schools offering agriculture as well. English is required,
but many schools do not have the resources to hire English teachers. In high
school, students receive up to 17 subjects at technical institutions.

EDUCATIONAL ST ATISTICS:
Percentage of population with primary school education:  53%
Percentage of population with high school education:  25%
Percentage of population with university education:  10%
Percentage of population 13-19 attending school (rural):  49%



COSTA RIC A : GEOGRAPHY AND ENVIR ONMENT
Costa Rica is a small country in Central America located between Nicaragua
and Panama, bordering the Caribbean Sea and the North Pacific Ocean.  At a
total area of 51,100 km2, Costa Rica is slightly smaller than West Virginia.
Although Costa Rica covers only .01% of the Earth’s landmass, it is home to
4% of its species. Per square kilometer, Costa Rica has the greatest concentration
of different species of any country in the world.

Geographic coor dinates : 10° N, 84° W
Land boundaries :  Nicaragua 309 km, Panama 330 km
Coastline:   1,290 km
Climate:   tropical and subtropical, dry season (Dec. to April), r ainy

season (May to November), cooler in highlands
Elevation e xtr emes:  lowest point:  Pacific Ocean 0m, highest point:

Cerro Chirripó 3,810m
Natur al r esources:  hydropower, biodiversity, forests
Land use:  55.7% of territory in agricultural production, 1/3 of this for

 domestic market, 2/3 for export
Irrigated land:   1,260 sq km

Natural hazards:  occasional earthquakes, hurricanes along Atlantic
coast; frequent flooding of lowlands at onset of rainy season and
landslides, active volcanoes

% of country pr otected:  27%. 161 publicly protected areas (including
25 national parks and 58 wildlife refuges) and over 100 private reserves;
the government owes US$50 million in unpaid protected area lands

Habitats:   Tropical rainforest, cloud forest, dry tropical forest,
mountainous paramo, montane oak forest, mangrove and other wetland
regions

Flora:  13,000 species of plants including 1,500 trees and 1,400 orchids
Fauna:  850 bird species, 209 mammal, 220 reptiles, 163 amphibians,

and 300,000 anthropods
Current environment issues:   deforestation and forest degradation,

agrochemical use, soil erosion, coastal marine pollution, fisheries
protection, solid waste management, air pollution

Envir onmental inno vations: Envir onmental Service Payments
program compensates private landowners financially for protecting forest
and planting tr ees in order to preserve the country’s air, water,
biodiversity, and scenic beauty. This program has reforested over 20,000
hectares and protected over 200,000 hectares since 1996. Ecotourism
has been the country’s top foreign exchange earner since 1994, currently
generating over US$1 billion to the economy.



COSTA RIC A: THE PEOPLE
Due to its location between the great indigenous civilizations of Meso- and South
America, Costa Rica was inhabited in pre-Colombian times by a small indigenous
population. This population declined quickly due to disease and intermarriage
upon the arrival of the Spanish conquistadores. By 1801, the indigenous
population numbered 8,000 – 16% of the total population at the time. Poor
until the coffee boom of the mid-1800s, Costa Rica began to make great strides
in public education in the later 1800s and in public health throughout the latter
half of the 20th century. Today, Costa Rica ranks 45th out of 177 countries in
human development.

Population:  4,200,000 (2003)
Population density:  82 people per km2

Median age: 25.4 years
Population gr owth r ate: 1.56% (2003 est.)
Net migr ation r ate: 0.51 migrant(s)/1,000 population (2003 est.)
Inf ant mortality r ate: 10.56 deaths/1,000 live births
Life e xpectanc y at birth: 76.43 years
Total fertility r ate: 2.38 children born/w oman (2003 est.)
Nationality: noun: Costa Rican(s), adjective: Costa Rican, informal:

Tico
Ethnic groups: white (including mestizo) 94%, black 3%,

Amerindian (comprised of 8 ethnic groups) 1%, Chinese 1%, other 1%
Religions:   Roman Catholic 76.3%, Evangelical 13.7%, Jehovah’s

Witnesses 1.3%, other Protestant 0.7%, other 4.8%, none 3.2%
Languages: Spanish (official), English spoken on Atlantic Coast
Liter acy (o ver 15 can r ead/write): 96%
Population living in urban ar eas: 59%
Household Statistics:

96.7% of homes have electricity
89.5% are connected to a sewage system or septic tank
89.3% get water from an aqueduct
54.3% of houses have telephones
41.4% of homes have showers with hot w ater
26.8% have personal vehicles



COSTA RIC A : SARAPIQUÍ
Sarapiquí is one of 81 counties in Costa Rica and is located in the province of
Heredia. It occupies 85% of the Heredia province landmass.  The northern
limit is the Rio San Juan (Nicaraguan border), the southern the Cordillera
Central, the west the province of Alajuela, and the east Limon. There are 5
districts in the county of Sarapiquí: Puerto Viejo, La Virgen, Horquetas, Llanuras
del Gaspar y Cureña.  The district of Puerto Viejo is one of 459 in Costa Rica,
and is located at the convergence of the Sarapiquí and Puerto Viejo rivers, 30
kilometers south of Nicaragua.  Historically, Puerto Viejo (which means “Old
Port”) w as a rowdy port town for boats bringing supplies from the Atlantic, via
the San Juan and Sarapiquí rivers.  Now that trucks can speed along highways
extending to the Atlantic coast the port is used more for tour boats and local
water taxis that provide transport to 40 small local communities which still do
not have road access.  Puerto Viejo has seen a staggering population growth in
the past 20 years, most of which is due to an influx of workers coming to labor
on the banana plantations and, more recently, pineapple plantations that supply
multinational companies.

Annual precipitation :  Sarapiquí: 152 inches (approx. 13 ft or 4m)
Industries:  Heart of palm, banana, plantain, yucca, pineapple,

ornamental plants, dairy, tourism
Open unemplo yment :  6.9%
Economically inactiv e population:   52.6%
Emplo yed residents w orking in agricultur e:  65%
Population data:
Costa Rica: 2,416,809 (1984)  to 3,810,179 (2000) = 58% incr ease
Sarapiquí:  18,909 (1984) to 45, 435 (2000)  = 140% increase

(2 nd highest population growth of all counties during this period)
Puerto Viejo:  4107 (1984)  to 16,272 (2000)  = 296% incr ease
Average number of people per household:   4.3
Percentage of childr en born to teenage mothers:   > 25%
Illiter acy r ates:  Sarapiqui county: 9.8% (9th of 81 counties)

Puerto Viejo district:  18%
Poverty r anking:  Sarapiquí: 6th poorest of 81 counties
Fauna:  Sarapiquí: 560 species of birds (about 65% of Costa Rica’s

total),121 species of mammals, 48 species of amphibians, 45 species of
fish, 89 species of reptiles, and nearly 10,000 species of insects
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Sarapiquí Conserv ation Learning Center

Founded in the mid-1990s by the Holbrook family and Selva Verde Lodge, the
SCLC is today a fully independent US and Costa Rica registered non-profit
organization. The SCLC’s mission is to link communities and conservation
through education and ecotourism in the Sarapiquí region of Costa Rica’s
northern lowlands. The SCLC is run by an executive director and a mix of
local and international staff, both salaried and volunteer. An international boar d
of directors works to support Costa Rica-based staff.

The SCLC focuses its efforts in four areas — environmental education,
community development, conservation, and sustainable tourism — in order to
help form future environmental leaders, raise the organizational capacity of
local communities, promote sustainable land use, and connect tourists to the
local community. The SCLC’s programs serve hundreds of local people and
thousands of ecotourists each year. These programs include environmental
education, sustainable and ecotourism activities, English classes, ecology club,
community outreach, women’s group, high school scholarship fund, community
census, and GIS mapping.

Sarapiquí Conservation Learning Center
Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí

Costa Rica, Central America
telefax: 011.506.766.6482

e-mail: info@learningcentercostarica.org
web: http://www.learningcentercostarica.org


